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Abstract 
The unemployment is a subject that has always been discussed intensively, but due to the financial crisis, it became more 
acute during the last 3 years, from micro to macro level. Social, employment and educational policies are trying to approach 
this phenomenon in different ways, proposing solutions that value, make visible and validate the real competencies of 
individuals. Therefore, the validation of competencies and career counseling are named among the most frequents used active 
measures of the employment policy. The article builds upon the main findings from “Back to Work” (www.backwork.eu) 
project. The project aimed to insert the validation of the real competencies of unemployed people as a part of counseling 
services done in a personalized way. 
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1. Background 
A serious social problem is brewing Central and Eastern Europe where hundreds of thousands of labour 
migrants are estimated to be returning home due to the lack of employment prospects. In several instances, can 
easily be seen a net outflow from countries facing economic crisis, especially from badly affected sectors such as 
construction and tourism, where many migrants are employed. Signs of “reverse migration” to countries of origin 
took hold since 2010. Now, with unemployment rates pushing 12% * in many European countries, the reverse 
migration is an additional pressure, the employment policies addressing therefore measures to shorten the way 
*
 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Unemployment_statistics 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
3 Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
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back to employment. But still short supply in labour is declared by governments, a possible explanation being not 
so efficient labour market matching services.  
Plenty of previous experience and competences acquired in different non-formal and informal settings (i.e. at 
the workplace, in the community or everyday life) by the unemployed people (including returning migrants) go 
unrecognized or the individuals themselves are unable to highlight their real competencies, mainly when they are 
looking for a job. The validation process allows them to be aware of them, to identify, recognize, evaluate, 
accredit them, and to validate them against agreed (qualification) standards, leading to their formal certification. 
Documenting and highlighting the existing knowledge, skills and competencies allow the individuals not to pass 
once more through a formal training and education to get the formal certification. By shortening the way to 
formal certification of the real competencies, not only the money for education (paid by employers, individuals or 
the state supporting the unemployed adults, for instance) is reduced,  but also it is facilitated a better match 
between these competencies and the labor demand, addressing skills shortages in growing sectors. By 2015, all 
the member states are urged by the European Council and European Commission to fully implement the national 
systems of validation of competencies, as an alternative to the formal education and training, considering that:   
 “Validation of non-formal and informal learning experiences in the EU Member States makes an 
essential contribution to EU’s ambition to achieving smart, sustainable and inclusive growth set by the Europe 
2020 Strategy. Its impact can be significant in the labour market functioning: validation mechanisms allow for 
more transparency on the skills available in the workforce and facilitate a better match between skills and labour 
demand, promote better transferability of skills between companies and sectors and facilitate mobility on the 
European labour market” (“Proposal for a Council Recommendation on the validation of non-formal and 
informal learning (485 final), Sept 2012: 2). 
So, as viable alternative to formal certification, allowing to the unemployed people and the ones with a low 
level of qualification to shorten the way back into employment as qualified workers which got certified their real 
competencies, validation of competencies is seen as a bridge between different forms of learning, as a tool to 
strengthen the permeability of qualifications systems, widening, in this way, the access to the formal qualification 
system (Sava, 2012: 167). To be part of the national qualification systems, there are needed clear links between 
the validation procedures, the references to qualification standards that are to be described as learning outcomes 
or competences, so the results of the validation are transferable to the formal qualifications system (CEDEFOP, 
2009: 13). The development of the national qualification systems and the implementation of tools like the credit 
accumulation and transfer systems, like EuroPass etc. were meant to strengthen the implementation of the 
validation path with a larger extent and in a more qualitative and credible way.  
All these tools and developments are to be known and mastered by the career counselling professionals, as 
they are supposed to guide the unemployed people to the most suitable solution to their personal needs, interests, 
possibilities and capabilities. The career counselling in a wider way is meant to “… reducing time spent in job 
search and time spent unemployed through improved understanding and matching of individual’s competencies 
and interests with work and career development opportunities, through raising awareness of current and future 
employment and learning opportunities, including self-employment and entrepreneurship, and through 
geographical and occupational mobility… It is also meant to facilitating personal development and employability 
of all citizens of all ages through continuous engagement with education and training, assisting them to find their 
way through increasingly diversified but linked learning pathways, to identify their transferable skills and to 
facilitate the validation of their non-formal and informal learning experiences” (Vuorinen, R. and A G. Watts, 
2012: 10). These are aims also meant to ensure the flexibility and security of individuals in relation with the labor 
market (see the flexicurity perspective), to enable them with proper career management skills, guiding them in 
building the relevant personal portfolio of lifelong learning. 
The role of the counsellor in this context is ambitious and ambiguous at the same time. On the one hand, the 
counsellor has to apply methods to investigate the competences of the people by analysing their activities and, on 
the other one it has to be the client to define and describe the own competences in the end.  One of the main 
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principles of counselling in this regard is the responsibility: responsible for finding and describing the 
competences are the people themselves, the counsellor is only the facilitator.  
In most cases, the counselling in this field has a non-directive way to approach the client, as in Carl Rogers 
(1951) theoretical background. In the non-directive approach, the counsellor supports the client to remember 
things he or she had done and to try to find out what has been the personal capability in this case, the counsellor 
assists the client in finding the own definition. In many cases (i.e. Profilpass in Germany) the theoretical 
background is widened with a look to Ruth Cohn and her “Topic Centred Interaction - TCI” – model, Eric Berne 
with his transaction analysis and some ideas from system oriented and constructivism thoughts, or problem-
management and opportunity-development approach (see Egan, 2001, Nelson-Jones, 2003), or with the 
“experiential learning circle” of Kolb, assessment theory etc. (Andersson/Harris, 2006, p.6-7).  
The informal learning processes competences are gained in and being relevant for the labour market are 
mainly related to working activities, hobbies, family work, voluntary engagement. It is the task of the counsellor 
to help the clients to find these fields of activity and to define the activities to be more analysed, to find out the 
competence. The step from activity to competence is the most difficult one, since in one activity there are 
normally more competences to be found, and they are on a rather concrete level. Social competences, i.e., more 
and more asked in labor market procedures, exist and perform in many different situations, contexts and forms 
with different aims. They can be found in activities like addressing friends, telling stories, voluntary work and 
others. The counsellor helps to find out which competences (combined with which strong points and interests) 
can be detracted out of these activities and how they might be aggregated to competences on a higher level.  
Another difficult task of the counsellor is to help the client define the level in which these competences are 
applicable, comparable f.e. to the European language portfolio with the levels A1, A2, B1, B2 and C, helping, for 
instance, the migrant workers living in multicultural contexts. The role of the counsellor hereby is to put a 
realistic view on this level by asking concrete questions about the transferability and the sustainability of the 
competences.  
For doing the counselling in the context of the validation of competences acquired in non-formal and informal 
learning processes it is needed to qualify people in the theory and practice of counselling.  
2. Findings from a European project 
 Trying to address the need of developing the validation and recognition of competences practice as part of the 
counseling services, and to provide this way adults in need of getting a job with more differentiated solutions, it 
was designed and run the project “Counseling returning migrants – Back to Work”, a Leonardo da Vinci – 
Transfer of Innovation project (www.backwork.eu), run between 2011-2013.  
In a wider way, it was aimed to raise awareness on the importance of validation and recognition of 
competences practice in the context of promoting efficient matching between needs and skills/ competences on 
the labour market, but also to enable the career counselors to identify the prior experiential learning that might be 
suitable to be validated. It was not meant that the career counselors suppose to be assessors and valuators of 
competencies, but only that they can do the guidance and informing of the clients about such possibility, helping 
them also to build a portfolio.  
To be able to provide the counselors with suitable tools and instruments they might use for such attempt, but 
also to identify their training needs for getting accustom with the validation process, in the first part of the project 
is was carried out a comparative diagnostic study among the partner countries participating in the project, namely 
Romania, Germany, Greece, Bulgaria, Denmark and United Kingdom. The study was focused on identifying 
good practices and problems, solutions of the employment services for counseling the low skilled, unemployed, 
even migrant adults and supporting them in their attempt to find a job. Its findings were basis for designing an 
self-study instrument that provide career counselors with the theoretic and practical basics and reflections leading 
to acquiring the competencies needed to perform career counseling services better matching the individuals 
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competencies with the labour market needs. The concept of the study and its findings will be presented in the 
following. 
  
2.1.  Methodology 
The study was designed as a SWOT analysis, aiming to gather necessary information in order to identify 
suitable solutions to the problematic of low skilled persons or for returning migrants who acquired job experience 
in different domains (social services, construction, industry, agriculture, etc.) without any diploma/formal 
qualification. Based on a common grid, each partner collected data regarding goverment and other public 
initiatives in the field of counselling, special politics for lowed skilled people and returning migrants, policy 
documents, information about courses and materials available, information on all relevant sectors that are potetial 
users in each country (examples of good practices). 
In the same time, the consortium tried to identify problems and possible sollutions, from cousellors, evaluators 
of competeneces, unemployed persons with low level of qualifications and migrants point of view. The data was 
collected based on study of the literature, or during several interviews and discussions. By this way, it was 
possible to realize a description of the existent situation in each partner country. The main difficulties 
encountered were related to: 
- the variety of the local characteristics and the difficulty to identify common aspects; 
- different common understanding of terms: career counselling, career guidance, recognition and validation of 
prior learning; 
- difficulty to collect statistical data related to migration and returning migration in different countries. 
The data gathered was synthetized around 5 main topics: situation of the unemployed and challenges, policy 
trends and regulations, formal structures and services for counseling,  structures and services for counseling 
offered by the 3rd sector, job profiles and the education of guidance and career counselors. These were the 
categories of structuring the national reports, based on which later on it was done the synthesis comparative and 
concluding report, available at http://backwork.eu/en/project-outcomes.  
The main findings of the common synthesis report are: 
Unemployment and migrants 
The unemployment rates are increasing as a consequence of the economical crisis, the pressure of finding 
alternative solutions and to provide these adults with functional solutions aimed to foster their flexibility and 
security on the labor market being a reality in most of the European countries.  
The number of low skilled workers born outside the countries is increasing. Low qualified migrants come 
from other European countries and from outside Europe.  
Romania and Bulgaria have to deal with the problem of low qualified Romanians and Bulgarians who are 
returning to their home countries from other European countries like France, Spain, Italy, Greece, in order to look 
for a job in their home country.  
Policy trends 
All countries have already implemented or are on the way of implementing elements of a so called active labor 
market policy. This is the main aspect which stimulates three policy trends: A first trend is to approach the 
unemployed more differentiated and individualized through dividing them into different groups. A second one is 
the obligation to take part in the measures for unemployed offered by the state and a third one is the development 
of a so called second labor market (temporary contract in a social enterprise or an NGO). 
Formal structures and services for counseling   
In all countries, the mediation, employment assistance and counseling offers are generally provided by the 
federal employment agencies, job centers or employment offices. These federal offices are the first contact points 
for unemployed people. Within this federal system there is the tendency for contracting out as many services as 
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possible to the third sector. Some countries, for example, have implemented voucher mechanisms for financing 
the counseling and training services provided by agencies of the third sector.   
The countries have already implemented or are on a way to develop systems and approaches for the 
assessment and validation of competences.   
Job profiles and education 
Almost all countries are searching for a legal standard qualification. In most cases, the counselors must have 
an education which is related to the activities of counseling and vocational training, like master degrees in social 
and human sciences, social work, pedagogy, and psychology. Unfortunately, the training in the field of adult 
counseling offered within the initial academic studies is often scarce.  
It is more common that the professional development is gained by attending post-university courses, training 
at the work place or private training offers. 
In Greece and Germany there are developed further training courses for counseling migrants. 
3.  Discussions, conclusions  
These findings show that there are common challenges around Europe in offering career counseling services 
which suppose to adapt to more complex labor market problematic, but also to the individuals with their wide 
range of needs. The roles the career counselors have to perform are, therefore, more complex, and, thus, their 
competency profile is to be upgraded, to cover new services and advices they might provide to their clients, like 
the awareness about the validation of prior experiential learning. In the project, therefore, based on these 
findings, and on the existing Canadian Framework of Competences (used in ACCED project 
www.acced.euproject.org), we tried to describe the competencies of career counselors relevant for the EQF 6, 
and for performing guidance for the validation process as well. Based on these competences and taking into 
consideration also the job profiles of counselors and evaluators of competences, the partnership tried to identify 
possible competences, which are necessary and could be self-developed by a counselor. There was outlined a set 
of 10 skills, at the junction of career counselor and competences evaluator skills, needed to prepare the client and 
facilitate the validation process. These 10 competences are according to one or more steps of the validation 
process, indentified in VINEPAC project (www.vinepac.eu), and, among them can be enumerated: “Present clear 
and accurate information on the service to be provided”, “Explain to the client what self-evaluation is and outline 
its benefits”, “Encourage the client to express his/her own personal experiences (autobiography) and assist 
him/her to extract what is relevant in order to reflect upon his/her competences” etc. (see Sava/ Crasovan, 2012).  
These developments are possible contributions to the aim of increasing awareness on the validation path, on 
ensuring its credibility and quality, all the professionals having to do with it, directly or indirectly being needed 
to be further trained and provided with suitable tools of performing it.  
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